Increased expression of natural-killer-associated and activation antigens in multiple myeloma.
The expression of both natural-killer (NK)-associated and activation antigens was studied by flow cytometry in the peripheral blood of 47 untreated multiple myeloma (MM) patients. A significant increase in both absolute and relative numbers of CD57 positive cells as well as in the proportion of CD16 and CD11b cells was observed in patients with MM, specially in those in early stages of the disease (clinical stages I and II), suggesting a possible surveillance mechanism in response to an emerging malignant clone. Additional double stainings showed that strong CD16+ NK cells coexpress the CD56, CD11b, and CD2 antigens, while they lacked CD3, CD5, and WT31 antigens. Moreover, the previously reported increase in CD8 cells present in MM would be mainly due to a subset of CD8 cells that coexpress the CD57 Ags. The expression of activation antigens, especially CD38, was increased in peripheral blood lymphocytes of MM patients, the differences reaching statistical significance both in absolute and relative numbers in those cases with high numbers of CD16 NK cells and thus suggesting that these cells are functionally activated. These results reveal the existence of an increase in NK and activated cells in the peripheral blood of myeloma patients that may reflect a host's immunological mechanism in an attempt to modulate tumor cell growth.